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1.  Introduction
From Julius Caesar to Napoleon Bonaparte, John D Rockefeller and Barack Obama, conventional or maverick, in politics or business, researchers have been delving into the lives and legacies of these (im)perfect leaders hoping to find the reasons why and how they became the greats the world revered or resented. Despite the avalanche of scholarly works by researchers and the multitude of popular writings by leadership gurus, we are still unable to come to a consensus on what leadership is as leadership means different things to different people. 

Nonetheless leadership does not occur in a vacuum (Jackson & Parry, 2008:61) and the recent emergence of the concept of followership (e.g., Carsten et al., 2010; Collinson, 2006; Oc & Bashshur, 2013) and Meindl (1995)’s follower-centric approach to leadership reaffirmed that point. A followership approach differs from follower-centric approach in that the former focuses on followers’ perspectives of followership while the latter concentrates on followers’ perspectives of leadership. Nevertheless, both approaches treat followers not as being the stereotypical timid and passive receivers of leadership. Furthermore, the manipulation of contexts and constructions, rather than of leadership behaviors, that constitute the “practice” of leadership (Meindl, 1995) may be better demonstrated through the study of language used in formal communication and interaction. This study will build upon previous researches (e.g., Oc & Bashshur, 2013) by reinforcing followers as important sources of social influence on leaders through a cultural linguistic perspective. 

The re-emergence of Asian countries as strong economic and geopolitical players in general and the rise of China in particular, has confound the research of leadership by introducing various prominent personalities that were previously unknown/unfamiliar to the Western world yet no less influential and iconic in their native countries/regions. Thus the growth in cross-cultural research into leadership in terms of importance and number of contributions (e.g., Dickson et al., 2003; Jepson, 2009) comes as no surprise yet few were from a non-Anglo centric and/or non-Western centric view (e.g., Dhakhwa & Enriquez, 2008; McElhatton & Jackson, 2012; Prince, 2005;). The observations and interpretations gained from outside looking in are different from those attained by being inside looking out, especially in a country as seemingly culturally homogenous as China (Adler et al, 1989).

In this study we attempt to explore plausible relationships between linguistic politeness and leadership. To give an overview of various aspects of Chinese societies, we first touch briefly on the history of the Chinese language and the communication norms within Chinese societies. Then, we discuss the possible influences of proper Chinese linguistic politeness have on two leadership perspectives that have been widely researched upon in the context of Asian/Chinese leadership. At the end of these sections, we present our propositions that are built upon deductions from the existing theories and observations. Next we elaborate on our preliminary data gathered from two group discussions with 32 eMBA students. We then share the results of these sessions and discuss some of the interesting findings obtained. Finally, we conclude by reflecting on how to move forward with the current research and more importantly how future studies may further this area of research. 


2.  Chinese Language
2.1 History
Through centuries of trial and tribulations, China became an enigmatic puzzle that many Western scholars struggle to comprehend and decipher. Chinese culture and tradition can be found outside of China and is especially salient in Taiwan, Singapore and many SEA countries, influencing various aspects of life. Many researchers agree that Confucianism, Taoism, Legalism and Buddhism are major sources of Chinese culture and traditions (e.g., Dhakhwa & Enriquez, 2008; McElhatton & Jackson, 2012; Prince, 2005), yet most had to rely on the translations of these ancient Chinese thoughts and philosophies for their studies. Everyone, Sinophiles and scholars alike, agrees that Chinese is much more ambiguous than western languages, and unlike western languages, ancient Chinese is a language of verbs not nouns (Prince, 2005:109). 

Written using ideograms, Chinese language, which through millennia of evolution, has embodied a multidimensional, ambiguous quality able to represent complex ideas and convey multiple interpretations. The picture and the nuanced image a ideogrammic-based text evokes is difficult to accurately represent in words, especially into alphabetically based languages like English as the meaning conveyed through the ideogram is bound up with the pictorial idea from which the ideogram evolved (McElhatton & Jackson, 2012). Wolf (2007:48) described Chinese writing as ‘a gift from the past to the present’, one in which whole histories of thought are hidden in single characters. 

In the 1950s, the People’s Republic of China introduced simplified Chinese characters in an attempt to increase literacy in mainland China. The other standard character set of contemporary Chinese written language is the traditional Chinese characters which are currently used in Taiwan, Hong Kong and Macau. Chinese, unlike English and other alphabetic languages, features no systematic correspondence between spelling and sound, and vice versa. Thus also in the 1950s, the pinyin system was developed based on earlier forms of romanization by the Chinese government. It was the hope that the pinyin system would be an easier way to teach Chinese pronunciation. Since then the pinyin system has been adopted worldwide, except in Taiwan (R.O.C.) which uses the zhuyin system. Often taught together with simplified Chinese characters, the pinyin system is now the de facto tool for many foreigners to learn Chinese language.

For our study, we present specific Chinese phrases with a combination of pinyin and traditional Chinese characters. The former is used to help facilitate pronunciation through romanization, while the latter is used to convey the historical pictorial idea behind these Chinese characters that may be lost in their simplified forms. 

2.2 Communication
For the Chinese, maintaining relationships is an integral part of communication because the Chinese self is defined by relations with others, and the self would be incomplete if it were separated from others (Gao & Ting-Toomey, 1998:6). Traditionally, the Chinese self involves multiple layers of relationships with others. A person in this relationship network tends to be sensitive to his/her position as above, below or equal to others (King & Bond, 1985). In a hierarchical structure, such as an organization or corporation, status is specified clearly, and behaviors are guided by the principle of lǐ  (禮 ”ritual propriety”), one of the basic ethical values of Confucian philosophy. In general, the Chinese is expected to do the proper things with the right people in the appropriate relationships (Bond & Hwang, 1986). Furthermore, Blum (1997) showed that Chinese social solidarity is built through affectionate affirmation of hierarchy, and that hierarchy is often seen as posing no contradiction to affection. Thus knowing where one stands in the spectrum of leadership-followership and acting appropriately, verbal or otherwise, is essential in Chinese communication. In essence, the notions of hierarchy and role relationships permeate every aspect of Chinese society (Taylor, 1989).

In Chinese language, there are two second-person pronouns, the regular one nǐ (你) and the polite form nín (您) (Sun, 2006). Ideographically, the word nín (您) combines the word nǐ (你) with a heart (xīn 心), effectively elevating status of the interlocutor by symbolizing that ‘you have a place in (above) my heart’. Therefore in formal and business settings, politeness can be expressed by replacing the regular nǐ (你) with its polite form nín (您).  Blum (1997) has noted that the use of nín (您) has increased steadily over the past decade, as the norms governing deference have increased and egalitarian ideals have been less enforced. Confucian classics such as the Book of Rites and the Analects advocate the decorum of denigrating oneself and elevate one’s interlocutor while engaging in proper linguistic politeness (Kadar & Pan, 2011). Thus, the appropriate use of nín (您) during superior-subordinate interaction has become a quintessential part of Chinese politeness. Harley (2001) posits that from a social psychology perspective, words have a denotation and a connotation. Both characteristics are highly context-dependent and interrelated with previous experience and upbringing of individuals (Harley, 2001). Hence, it is plausible that the use of nín (您) has brought forth more, explicit or otherwise, hierarchical and etiquettical context to the interaction between superiors and subordinates, and consequently between leaders and followers, than a relatively less loaded pronoun of just ‘you’ in English. 

Although Buddhism, Taosim, and Confucianism tend to differ in many fundamental ways, they all concur that self is not an independent entity and self is not complete by itself (Gao & Ting-Toomey, 1998:8). Even as this elevation/denigration practice is no longer as prevalent as the ancient times, the Chinese are still required to use proper salutation, titles and pronouns in formal settings. Gao and Ting-Toomey (1998) also state that in Chinese culture, to be aware of one’s relations with others is an integral part of zuò rén (做人;“conducting oneself”) – a Chinese person’s lifetime goal. In essence, the Chinese can never separate themselves from obligations to others (King & Bond, 1985). 

Thus understanding where one stands in relation with others and behaving appropriately in accordance to the social and hierarchical norm, especially in a formal setting like the corporate office is paramount and could have far reaching consequences. From the above, we posit the following propositions.

Proposition 1a:
When Chinese managers interact with their employees, Chinese politeness is expected.

Proposition 1b:
When Chinese managers interact with their superiors, Chinese politeness is required.


3.  Leadership and Language
3.1 Paternalistic Leadership Perspective
Traditionally patriarchal, researchers have found that the prevalent leadership in Chinese culture to be paternalistic (Cheng et al., 2004). Farh and Cheng (2000) proposed that the authoritarian aspect of paternalistic leadership was the classic command and control model of absolute exercise of authority and demand of obedience in followers. The moral dimension of the model comprises behaviors that demonstrate virtues or qualities legitimizing the lead in the eyes of the followers through the cultivation of mutual identification and respect. Followers’ use of polite pronoun (nín (您)) during interaction implies the notion of subordination albeit a linguistic one. The position a leader hold within the organization is given due recognition and respect regardless of his/her deservedness and/or ability to lead. Leaders reciprocate the respect and politeness accorded to them by balancing paternalistic leadership with the presence of benevolent and morality-based leadership behaviors (Fahr & Cheng, 2000). 

Furthermore, Confucius spoke of a leader’s willingness to take the time to receive feedback from followers, and to keep a positive stance rather than a defensive point of view (Wright & Twitchett, 1962). Thus the use of polite pronoun (nín (您)) by followers while providing feedback or critical views will soften leaders’ defensiveness and afford ‘face-saving’ (miàn zǐ 面子) reprieves as proper respect and courtesy is still being given. Saving face and caring about the face of others, especially of superiors and leaders, is a major Chinese value in Confucian tradition as Chinese communication is face directed communication (Gao & Ting-Toomey, 1998) and face is at the center of Chinese social psychology (Bond & Hwang, 1986).  

In the Chinese hierarchical system, each person is presumed to perform his/her action in accordance to specific role functions. The appropriate role behaviors associated with a person at a lower rank, such as subject, son, and wife, are those of obedience, respect, and submission (MacCormack, 1991). Thus followers, being of lower ranks than leaders, are expected to show behavior appropriate to their status and the use of polite pronoun (nín (您)) reaffirms the contextual inequality and role expectation. The failure to address one’s superior with the correct usage of polite pronoun (nín (您)) would be see as a grave blunder in a culture where proper hierarchical status must be publicly acknowledged as failures occur not when the junior somehow doesn’t mean what is said, but rather when the term is not uttered (Blum, 1997). Failing to accord the appropriate respect to one’s superior would be detrimental to one’s career prospects as it leaves not just a negative impression but also indirectly exposes one’s naivety and unawareness to organizational norms and culture. In extreme cases, these signs of political incorrectness could contribute to the possibility of bad performance review or even dismissal.  

3.2 Followership Perspective
In their model of harmonious leadership, McElhatton and Jackson (2009) stated that the leader understand that authority comes from the followers and that long-term success is built upon a leader/follower trust base. Oc and Bashshur (2013: 919) suggested new perspective on power, influence and dependence in leadership by framing followers as important sources of social influence on leaders. As articulated by Shamir (2007), for a social phenomenon to count as leadership it must involve “disproportionate social influence” (such as leading and following behaviors or identities). Taken together with Meindl’s argument (1995) that there is a reciprocal relationship between leaders and followers, the proper hierarchical status acknowledgement given (or not) by followers through the use of proper linguistic politeness such as nín (您) would evoke and elicit appropriate response and behavior, desirable or otherwise, from their leader(s). This coincides with the proposition that follower influence may serve to shape a leader’s self-image and may be an important trigger for a leader’s behavioral self-regulation (Oc & Bashshur, 2013).

The review and research agenda of followership theory undertaken by Uhl-Bien et al (2013) provided an invaluable insight into new ways of thinking and theorizing contemporary leadership studies. Though not explicitly stated, we believe many of the views and approaches identified in that paper can be explored through the prism of language and culture. For example, followership behaviors include the way they communicate with leaders (Carsten et al, 2010) which in Chinese speaking societies means acknowledging the implicit hierarchical difference with the use of polite pronouns and other more formal salutations in the organization. Management concepts are often embedded in the linguistic and cultural context where they were developed (Usunier, 2011). Therefore the non-issue of (English) language influencing leadership cannot be generalized to other non-English language based researches. 

Summarizing from the above perspectives, we can deduce the following propositions based on the .distinctive Chinese concept of ‘face’ (miàn zǐ 面子) and the unwritten but well-understood hierarchical norms of Chinese society.

Proposition 2a:
The use of Chinese politeness is a form of “face-giving”.

Proposition 2b:
The use of Chinese politeness reinforces the hierarchical differences between superiors and employees.

Finally, the last proposition is made based on the deduction that not using the correct and proper salutations and pronouns while addressing one’s superior(s) can be deemed as not acknowledging and understanding one’s position within an organization and is a flaw that could hurt one’s career.

Proposition 3:
Failure to show Chinese politeness is detrimental to one’s career development.


4.  Present study
In order to shed some light into the validity of the preceding propositions, we decided to pick the brains of managers and professionals, and asked them for their views and experiences on the second person pronominal usage (or lack thereof) and the (possible) consequences in the corporate world. Although it is common practice to use undergraduate students as survey subjects, we determined that our study would be more accurate and meaningful if corporate professionals are consulted as they have multitude of real life working experience to draw on. Further the culture and context of proper linguistic politeness might not be something a person whom had never worked in a corporate environment would understand and articulate.  

As this is a preliminary fact gathering session, we decided to use a scenario-based approach to garner some initial responses from the participants. This attempt at interpretative analytical process, inspired by Gubrium and Holstein (1989) and Gadamer (1989), was to get a deeper sense of the phenomenon when polite pronouns are used. Once these initial answers were collected, these students were then asked to respond to several semi-open-ended follow-up questions in the hope of teasing out the social nuances and rationales of using/not using proper Chinese politeness of nǐ (你) and nín (您) in a corporate environment.

4.1 Procedure
Students from two eMBA classes of a private university in Taiwan (R.O.C.) were invited to share their views in the topic. Two sessions, each lasted an hour, were conducted in class during regular lesson hours. Students were asked to use Socrative (www.socrative.com), a smart student response system accessible via their web-enabled devices, to post their responses. The rationale of using an intermediate system, such as Socrative, to solicit responses from the students is two-fold. Firstly, Asian students are not known for active oral participations during class discussion (e.g., Biggs; 1991; Kember, 2000) as writing is emotionally less stressful than speaking in class (Liu; 2000). Thus the use of a system to facilitate the offering of opinions and views anonymously helps ease the speaking anxiety as Tani (2008) has shown that in-class participation of Asian students can be raised through a writing tool. Secondly, Harasim (1990) contends that written communication is a ‘meta-cognitive skill’ that gives occasion ‘to make explicit to oneself the aspects of an activity that are usually tacit’ (p. 49). In our study, the students would be asked follow-up questions that were related to their responses thus having the students writing their responses help them to examine their own reasoning/cognitive process. 

We wanted to create a scenario that could actually happen in real life, one that most, if not all employees can related to. The scenario that was presented to the students is one where a subordinate enquires about an email that the manager/superior might have missed or not replied to: 

Wang is the department manager and Chen works under Wang. Two days ago, Chen sent an email to Wang asking for approval to a project Chen is working on. Chen knows that Wang is busy and might not have time to read his email yet. However, without Wang’s approval Chen cannot proceed to the next phase of the project. 

We requested the students from the first session to assume the role of Chen and ask them how they would pose their question about the email to Wang when they meet. Students were to come up with the exact words they intent to use when they come face-to-face with Wang. Students of the second session were to take the role of Wang and were cued to consider how Chen will ask them about the email. They were to construct the question, word for word, they think Chen will pose to them when they meet face-to-face. We wanted to see if the students would use the polite pronoun nín (您) in the questions they formulated. Semi-structured follow-up questions will then be asked to solicit the reason(s) and motivation(s) of such usage or non-usage.

The rationale of having two different sessions with two groups of eMBA students is that we hope to learn from the perspectives of leaders as well as followers. The first session will provide us with the perceived norms of how employees would approach their managers/superiors with a question and provide us with an indication of the soundness of Proposition 1a. To assess the plausibility of Proposition 1b, we decided to request the second group to take the managerial role hoping that it will give us a glimpse into how superiors think their subordinates should construct a question to them. Students were encouraged to be spontaneous and multiple responses were welcomed. Both sessions were carried out entirely in Chinese.

4.2 Participants
A total of 32 eMBA students participated in the group discussions with 13 in the first group and 19 in the second. Majority of the students from both groups are between the ages of 30 to 49 years old with only two under-30 (one from each group) and one over the age of 50 (in the second group). A third of the students in the first group have worked for less than 9 years while all except one student in the second group have more than 10 years working experience. Almost half of the students in the second group have worked for more than 20 years. Not surprisingly, more than 80% of students in the second group occupied positions in middle and senior/top management while almost 40% of students in the first group are in the entry-level positions. Only three from the first group have experience working overseas with one of them having worked in China for more than 10 years. The other two students had worked in China and Japan. The second group has twice the number of people with overseas working experience. Four of them had worked in China with one of them being in Hong Kong. The Philippines and Europe (country not specified) were the other two overseas work destinations. 


5.  Responses and Summaries
5.1 Scenario-Based 
Before engaging the students on their views and experience on the proper Chinese linguistic politeness, we wanted to see if usage of polite pronoun (nín (您)) is actually prevalent in contemporary Taiwanese corporations. Thus the ground of using such a scenario-based approach is that it should solicit real life responses from the participants instead of standardized predictable answers. 

From the responses received through Socrative, we found that all of the students from the first session addressed Wang (the manager) either as “manager” (jīng lǐ (經理)) or “boss” (lǎo bǎn (老板)). Taking the role of Chen (the employee), half of these students used the polite pronoun nín (您) when they posed a question to Wang (the manager) while the other half used the normal second person pronoun nǐ (你). Interestingly, three quarters of the students from the second session used “boss” (lǎo bǎn (老板)) in their responses which they think Chen (their subordinate) will used to address Wang (them as the manager). None thought Chen would used “manager” (jīng lǐ (經理)). One of the students stated that Chen would addressed him/her using Wang’s name directly (xiǎo wáng (小王)) which is unusual but not unheard of. In the second session, twice as many students used the polite pronoun nín (您) as compared to nǐ (你). 

The responses to the scenario garnered from the students raise some intriguing insights with regards to verbal communication between superiors and subordinates. In order to understand the thought processes behind these responses, the following questions were posed to the students and their answers and opinions are discussed in the following paragraphs. 

5.2 Follow-up Discussions
The semi-structured discussion guide consists of five sets of related follow-up questions pertaining the usage or non-usage of the polite pronoun nín (您). These open-ended questions were raised in the hope of further understanding the students’ cognitive thought process on the usage/non-usage of the polite pronoun nín (您) in a corporate environment. 

5.2.1 Does it matter if nǐ (你) is used instead of nín (您)? How and what would you feel if nǐ (你) is used instead of nín (您)?
When the students were shown their responses to the scenario with some of them using the polite pronoun nín (您) and some used the common nǐ (你), the above questions were asked. The views expressed were mixed. Some revealed that they seldom use the polite pronoun nín (您) while talking to their superiors while some stated that they would never not use nín (您) in similar circumstances. A few students brought up the influence of corporate culture in which such linguistic politeness is demanded. Students all agreed that such linguistic politeness is more salient in Chinese societies and more so in Japanese corporations than in Western companies. Several of them also indicated that nín (您) is the most customary used second person pronoun in Chinese written communication. In their opinion, it is near blasphemy to use nǐ (你) in corporate and business writings. A couple of students also indicated the usage of nín (您) tends to create a perception of aloofness and distance between the two parties. Using nín (您) creates a division between the addresser and the addressee.

“The use of nǐ (你) signified that we are peers, there’s no hierarchical differences. The use of nín (您) however showed that you respect your manager. When you show respect when it is due, your manager would also reciprocate and such is the way to developed mutual respect.” 

“It matters but not too much. The more important point is the tone and the attitude of the subordinate.”

“The use of nín (您) is a form of basic respect given to your boss.”

Although many agreed that it is just semantic and there is no difference in propriety between the two pronouns, they do think that it is better to err on the side of caution and use the polite pronoun nín (您) during formal and official occasions. Regardless of its effectiveness, such seeming upward influence tactics are designed to motivate supervisors to produce outcomes desired by the subordinate (Higgins, Judge & Ferris, 2003). Whether such linguistic politeness can be deemed as (un)conscious influence tactics is left to future researchers. 

5.2.2 Will you phrase your question differently if there is a third party present? Will you phrase your question differently if you are not in the office/formal settings? 
These questions were posed to the students to examine if the demand for proper linguistic politeness is affected by the environment, namely the presence of a third person or a change in locale to a more formal setting. Almost all students agreed that the way they phrase their questions and the words they use would definitely be different if a third person is present and/or if it is a formal/office setting. They would be more mindful in ensuring that they show proper respect to their managers. The following comments illustrate the opinions of the students.

“When there is a third person, in order to show respect and adhere to corporate ethics, subordinates would usually address their superiors with an added and more recognizing nín (您).”

“A change in situation demands a change in the way of asking question. We need to take care of our boss’s ‘face’ (miàn zǐ 面子), he is the boss after all. ”

“We need to give respect to our boss when a third party is present so that everyone knows that our boss is held in great esteem by his subordinates. This will give our boss ‘face’ (miàn zǐ 面子), both within and without the department and the company.”

A more personal take on these questions were given by another student where once again the principles of mutual respect can be seen guiding his/her response. 

“If a third person is present, I will show the same respect to my boss because I will become a manager someday, and I would like to be treated with respect by others too.”

Most concurred that they would be more conscious of their attitude and the tone of their voice while speaking to their superiors when they are not alone and/or in the office and the usage of nín (您) is expected but not mandatory. This is consistent with the seminal work on self-presentation by Goffman (1959) in which he argued that individuals continuously engage in a process of acting and role-playing in an attempt to portray a desired image of themselves and control others’ impressions of them. Thus it can be said that one’s behavior is socially influenced by the perception of others and reciprocal relationship between leaders and followers is played out in the presence of a third party.

5.2.3 Do you think the use of nín (您) instead of nǐ (你) is a form of ‘face-giving’ (gěi miàn zǐ (給面子))? Do you think the use of nín (您) instead of nǐ (你) is a form of acknowledging hierarchical difference?
The mentioning of face (miàn zǐ 面子) in the comments prompted the next set of questions. These questions formed one of the core motivations for this study. The students held opposite views on both of these propositions. Some of them do not think that the use of nín (您) is a form of ‘face-giving’ while some do. The same disagreement exist in deciding whether nín (您) is used to acknowledge the difference in hierarchical status. 

“If I am the boss, I would like my subordinates to use nín (您). I would feel that I am being respected. If I am the subordinate, I would use nín (您) because it is what is expected as part of corporate ethics and is basic courtesy. It has nothing to do with face (miàn zǐ 面子).”

“Honorifics are still very important in Chinese societies, but I think the West doesn’t really care much about it because Western companies want to establish a flat organizational structure. The Chinese still takes hierarchical status very seriously. It’s like ‘I’m the boss, so you must respect me and hold me in veneration’. ”

“Yes, I will feel that I was given face (miàn zǐ 面子) when I am addressed as nín (您), more like a sense of internal/personal satisfaction. Overall, it is more of a matter of being respected. ”

Some of them felt that the use of nín (您) is just a matter of courtesy, aptly given to elders and superiors, as expected in Chinese societies, and have no hint of hierarchical differentiation, while some disagreed. One of the students suggested the use of polite pronouns could be a method of ‘managing upward’. To Chinese, the addressee’s social attributes of rank, age and gender are crucial factors influencing the choice of politeness strategies (Pan, 2000). Thus most of them agree that addressing their superiors with the appropriate honorific and the use of nín (您) is all a part of giving respect (zūn jìng (尊敬)) and basic courtesy (jī běn lǐ mào (基本禮貌)). As following is a particular form of behavior that involves recognizing and granting legitimacy to another’s influence attempt or status (DeRue & Ashford, 2010), it will be for the future researchers to find out whether such linguistic politeness a manifestation of following.


 
5.2.4 Do you think that not addressing your superiors with their appropriate titles or pronouns is going to hurt your career? So you think mastering (Chinese) politeness is an important characteristic for those who want to climb the corporate ladder?
When asked if they think such oversight of not using proper polite pronouns (nín (您)) would hurt one’s career, the students were once again split in their views. Many of them maintained that it would not be the main contributing factor although such inability may tarnish one’s performance. 

“It is safest to use appropriate titles and pronouns to address your superiors. You never know when you will meet with someone who is small-minded. ”

“It really depends on your boss. Those who need to be properly addressed should be properly addressed. Of course, being observant and perceptive is a must.” 

“If I have two candidates for promotion, and with all things being equal, I would promote the person who knows and uses appropriate politeness.”

With the above being said, the students admitted that (Chinese) politeness is an important characteristic to have if one wants to succeed in the (Chinese) corporate world. Majority of the students concurred that knowing what and when to use the appropriate honorifics and/or pronouns is paramount to one’s professional career. 

“If an employee knows and attaches great importance to corporate ethics and such seemingly trivial details, he/she will be much respected in the corporate world. These are things that older generations place huge emphasis on, while the new generations may not be bothered.”

“Being good in handling situations, having good personal relationships and good upward management are all important criteria for promotion.” 

“A person will not be promoted just because he/she is polite. But being polite in Chinese societies is a basic requirement. ”

We can conclude from these remarks that Chinese politeness is an implicit characteristic which may not make one’s career but could possibly affect and influence one’s path to success. Consistent with the post-structuralist identity view that assume people’s lives to be inextricably interwoven with society as argued by Collinson (2006), opinions shared by the students showed that individuals do collude in their own subordination. Collinson’s (2006) proposed follower identities, namely conformist selves, resistant selves and dramaturgical selves, enacted in the workplace should be analyzed through the prism of linguistic politeness within the Chinese societies so that we can better understand the complex ways followers invoke and enact identities in interaction with leaders. 

5.2.5 Is using (Chinese) politeness a form of ‘sucking up’? 
Finally to the last question, the students do not think that (Chinese) politeness is a form of ‘sucking-up’ (pāi mǎ pì (拍馬屁)). All of them conceded that Chinese politeness is part of (Chinese) business ethics and common courtesy. 

“Courtesy (lǐ mào (禮貌)) is basic etiquette (jī běn lǐ yí (基本禮儀)), and it is also being respectful (zūn zhòng (尊重)). ”

“Addressing someone respectfully is a form of courtesy. People would not feel that it is ‘sucking up’ when used correctly. ”

“If you kept using nín (您) to address your boss and kept stressing on the hierarchy pecking ethics (zūn bēi guān xì (尊卑關系)), your boss may think that you are too scheming. ”

Most students agreed that it is delicate balance between being polite and being seen as sucking up. 

“We should say that in Taiwanese corporate ethics, bosses and managers really take (proper) salutations seriously, especially those in senior and top managers. So we need to address them accordingly, with proper pronouns and titles.”

DeRue and Ashford (2010) found that leadership/followership-relations are dynamically claimed/granted, and not just simply prescribed or determined by formal hierarchical positions. Granting occurs when others bestow the claimed identity and claim their own identity in support of the other, while claiming happens when an individual or individuals ascertain identity as either a leader of a follower. Is the use of these proper linguistic pronouns a form of claiming and granting? By using nín (您), did the subordinate grant the identity of a ‘leader’ to their manager and at the same time relegated himself/herself as a follower? These are some questions that warrant future discussion. 


6.  Conclusion
The group discussions conducted above is just a preliminary exploration of language as a cultural voice in the research of leadership. The dyadic relationship between leader and follower can be further looked into within the discourses of language. Usunier (2011) has suggested that in management studies the philosophical issue of whether language is a neutral instrument of communication or whether we are also instrumented by language is deeply intermingled with ideological interests as non-English speakers have been obliged to adjust their words and mindsets and to adopt a worldview that is highly Anglo-centric. The rise of China, in both soft and hard power, has contributed to the resurgence of interest in its linguistic and cultural influences on more contemporary areas, such as management and leadership. The acceptance of Chinese concepts such as Yin Yang, guanxi, mianzi, and more recently, he-xie in management studies are testaments to the rising prominence of Chinese influence. 

The difference in corporate culture norms among Chinese societies and the West may  have an impact on the resultant relationship between followers and leaders and the types of leadership that are/will be effective. And these differences are salient enough to warrant more research. One of the students expressed this point perfectly when he said, 
“We need to see it in relation to corporate culture. For Japanese companies, hierarchical structure is important thus most managers/directors place great emphasis on salutations. This will affect the way you behave in the company. But for Western firms, salutations and pronouns are just ways you start a conversation or link sentences. They don’t really care about this, they only care about your work.”  
Study by Chen and Tjosvold (2006) showed that cross-cultural differences are at work with regards to the effects of leader-member guanxi, and that there are different dynamics at work between within-culture versus across-cultural relationships between leaders and members. More should explore the influence of language on these relationships.

Furthermore, students whom had worked in China indicated that there are differences in the usage/non-usage of proper linguistic politeness between and within Chinese and Taiwanese firms. They all agreed that even though both countries are influenced by similar factors, there exist subtle cultural differences between China, Taiwan and other countries with majority/minority Chinese population. Will these dissimilarities cause complication in future indigenous research conducted in various Chinese societies other than China? Are observations obtained from China representative of all Chinese societies? Did political, religious and socio-economic ideologies shape the once insular Chinese culture thus creating variation in Chinese leadership styles across different Chinese societies? Or are these heterogeneity merely superficial? These are points to ponder for future scholars. 

Nonetheless, we have to be mindful to ensure reverse Anglicization or Chinese-centric research is not happening. It is true that different language and/or culture brought forth  different influence and effects to leadership and followership research, but the age-old discussion of ‘etic’ versus ‘emic’ assumptions in cross-cultural research (Pike, 1967) is never too far away.  The question posed by Barney and Zhang (2009) with regards to the future of Chinese Management Research can also be applied here: Are we looking for a theory of Chinese Leadership or a Chinese theory of Leadership? Are the discursive variations in ways to leading really caused by the diversity of languages? Chen and Farh (2010) have found support for the general proposition that Paternalistic Leadership model is embedded in the Chinese context, and Transformational and Charismatic Leadership theories are not merely compatible but have enriched and elaborated certain aspects of Confucian leadership philosophy and Paternalistic Leadership. Future research can explore the role language has on these situational factors to better understand the theories and application of these leadership theories within the Chinese context.

Using proper linguistic politeness is one of the major components of Chinese communication that could shed light into the dynamics of leaders-followers interaction. The usage of polite pronouns and honorific within an organization may indicative of effects that may not be salient to researchers who may not be familiar with the language. The group discussions conducted may have given us a glimpse into the linguistic nuances and subtleties of Chinese politeness may only be apparent to those who are mindful of their presence. It is our hope that this paper will be one of the many exploring the complex and ingrained role language plays in leadership studies in the future.  
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